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Irish RepublicanismThe founders of Irish republicanism in the late 18th 
century – the United Irishmen – took 
their inspiration from the ideals of the 
French Revolution and the example 
of the American Revolutionary War of 
Independence.
The principles of ‘Liberty, equality, 
fraternity’ were the genesis of Irish 
republicanism which was avowedly 
separatist, secular, socialist and non-
sectarian.
The objectives of the United 
Irishmen were at the time, declared by 
Theobald Wolfe Tone, as follows:
To break the connection with 
England, the never failing source of 
all our political evils, and to assert the 
independence of my country.
To substitute the common name 
of Irishman, in the place of the 
denomination of Protestant, Catholic 
and dissenter.
In its essence Irish republicanism is 
about changing British policy in Ireland 
and addressing the division it has 
created among the people of Ireland.
Political independence and a 
process of national reconciliation are 
the foundations of this ideology.
These objectives have been pursued 
in every generation since the United 
Irishmen’s rebellion of 1798; often 
through the use of armed struggle.
The Easter Rising against British rule 
in Ireland in 1916 marks one hundred 
and one years of one such endeavour.
The events of Easter week 1916 
were a catalyst for a new, sustained 
phase of political struggle for Irish 
independence and national democracy 
throughout the 20th century.
That has lasted until the present day.
The political vision of the 1916 
Rising found expression in the Easter 
‘Proclamation of the Irish Republic’.
This remains a remarkable, 
revolutionary document which 
envisioned the transformation of 
Irish society. It called for political 
independence, national sovereignty, 
democracy, equality and social justice, 
and asserted that ‘all of the children of 
the nation should be treated equally’.1
The Easter Rising of 1916, soon 
followed by the Russian and German 
Revolutions, sat in stark contrast 
with the ‘Great War’ between rival 
imperialist powers of that era. Ireland’s 
Easter Rising represented republicanism 
against imperialism.
To paraphrase John Reid’s 
description of the Russian Revolution, 
the Easter Rising was ‘six days which 
shook the world’. The New York Times 
gave it news coverage for fourteen 
days.
The Rising and other revolutionary 
insurrections of the early twentieth 
century dramatically brought to the 
fore the historic question about how 
society should be organised.
James Connolly, the Irish 
revolutionary leader, famously said,
The cause of labour is the cause of 
Ireland, the cause of Ireland is the cause 
of labour; they cannot be dissevered.
He correctly identified the 
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connection between the struggles 
for national liberation and social 
transformation.
That central tenet was firmly 
fixed within the vision of the Easter 
Proclamation.
Its timeless values are the ideological 
framework which today guides Sinn 
Féin in our ambition to transform 
Irish society. We are also a proud 
internationalist party which recognises 
that our pursuit of an Ireland of Equals 
is integral to the achievement of a 
world of equals which prizes solidarity, 
and guarantees equality and social 
justice.
Shortly after the Easter Rising a war 
for national independence began in 
Ireland but was eclipsed by the British 
Government’s partition of Ireland 
in 1922 and a subsequent counter-
revolution.
The Contradiction of Partition
Two statelets (North and South) were 
created by a British Act of Parliament 
for which not a single Irish vote was 
cast. Six of Ireland’s 32 counties were 
to become Northern Ireland. This was 
governed wholly under the aegis of 
British sovereignty by a local parliament 
with limited powers.
The larger of the two states 
comprising 26 counties became the 
Irish Free State and subsequently 
in 1948 the Republic of Ireland. 
Membership of the Dublin parliament 
required its members to take an oath 
of allegiance to the British sovereign. 
Limited autonomous powers were 
devolved to it.
Partition led to the emergence of 
two conservative states, north and 
south, and the continuation of a 
significant British colonial presence. 
More importantly the national unity 
of the people of Ireland was fractured 
in multiple ways; politically, socially, 
economically, culturally and in a way 
which aimed to be self-perpetuating.
The northern state developed into a 
one-party state dominated by the Ulster 
Unionist Party in which catholic citizens 
and those who shared nationalist and 
republican constitutional aspirations 
were subjected to economic and 
political apartheid. The non-unionist 
section of the community was treated as 
second-class citizens. A gerrymandered 
electoral and political system was 
imposed. Discrimination was endemic 
in voting rights, housing and in access 
to employment opportunities. Irish 
cultural expressions and the nationalist 
political tradition were repressed. 
A permanent security regime was 
enforced alongside an architecture of 
repressive legislation.
Indeed, the former South African 
Prime Minister B.J. Vorster, when 
introducing a new Coercion Bill in 
1963, said that he would be willing to 
exchange all the legislation of that sort 
for one clause of the Northern Ireland 
Special Powers Act.2 
The systematic political and 
economic inequalities and injustices of 
the northern state created the context 
for renewed political conflict in Ireland 
after a campaign for civil rights was 
suppressed and a continuous armed 
campaign by the Irish Republican 
Army (IRA) began in 1969/70 until its 
conclusion in 2005.
This year also commemorates 
the 36th anniversary of the deaths on 
hunger strike of republican prisoners of 
war, the H-Block martyrs, led by Bobby 
Sands MP.
In ways which paralleled the impact 
of the Easter Rising, the deaths of the 
hunger strikers were a watershed in the 
most recent phase of political struggle 
to achieve Irish national democracy 
and reunification. The hunger strike 
of 1981 inspired new generations of 
political activists to join the IRA, and 
others swelled the membership of Sinn 
Féin, as an emerging political party in 
modern Ireland.
Today Sinn Féin’s long-term 
strategic project is to build an Ireland of 
Equals in which all citizens are treated 
with equality, dignity and fairness.
However, a prerequisite to 
achieving the ultimate republican aim 
of an Ireland of Equals is to bring about 
national independence and territorial 
reunification in a representative 
democracy, as well as a process of 
reconciliation and healing to address 
the legacy of British policy in Ireland, 
and of political conflict, which 
continues to cast a long shadow over 
the present.
The partition of Ireland remains 
the key contradiction at the heart of 
democratic Irish politics and society 
in Ireland. It polarises and perpetuates 
societal and communal divisions; and 
holds back the potential for progressive 
social change. Partition entrenches the 
hegemony of conservative forces in 
the southern and northern states, and 
facilitates the continued undemocratic 
role and influence of the British state in 
Irish affairs.
The IRA’s armed campaign 
eventually led to a phase of negotiations 
which became the midwife of the 
Irish Peace process, and the political 
process which followed. In recent years 
it has had a transformational effect on 
the politics of Ireland and society in the 
north.
However, the existence of the 
northern state remains contested due 
to the British state’s jurisdiction and 
the resulting violations of Irish national 
democracy.
The Irish Peace Process
One key element central to the 
successful emergence of the Peace 
process was the positive strategic role 
of international influence.
The Sinn Féin leadership drew 
extensively from the experience of 
the African National Congress (ANC), 
and the multi-party negotiations and 
political transition in South Africa 
during the 1990s. 
The ANC continued to assist with 
the Irish Peace process up until the 
mid-2000s. (In 2008, as a result of 
another landmark negotiation, powers 
for policing and justice were transferred 
from the British Government to 
the regional coalition government. 
This represented another significant 
development in the reform of policing 
in the north.)
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The Irish Diaspora – generations 
of political and economic refugees 
and immigrants – played a key role; 
especially in the United States.
The United States administration 
and the European Union (EU) were 
both strategically very important to 
supporting successive negotiations and 
providing subsequent and ongoing 
political, economic and financial help 
to the process and to its outcomes.
As a result, today the Irish peace 
and political processes are the most 
important projects in Ireland. 
Both are very much a work in 
progress.
An entirely new political context 
was created based upon the sharing 
of political power through bespoke 
regional government institutions in the 
north of Ireland between unionists and 
republicans under the auspices of the 
Good Friday Agreement (GFA) signed 
in 1998.
The GFA represents a framework 
of principles and political structures 
negotiated to embed conflict resolution 
and the fledgling peace process at that 
time.
It opened a democratic road 
forward to resolve the causes and 
consequences of political conflict in 
Ireland. It was an historic compromise 
between opponents and conferred an 
international responsibility on both 
the British and Irish governments to 
ensure its implementation as a binding 
international agreement.
Its significance was in recognising 
that the status quo was not an option 
and that shaping the future would 
depend upon the management 
of change through democratic 
compromise and agreement.
The sovereignty of the British 
Parliament over national territorial 
reunification was removed. In future 
this would be determined in border 
polls, Irish unity referenda north 
and south, and requiring a pro-unity 
majority in both states.
Nothing could or would remain the 
same. 
Equality of treatment; parity of 
esteem; and mutual respect for all 
political and cultural traditions, as well 
as competing constitutional aspirations 
(i.e. support for the union with Britain, 
or support for Irish independence), 
were set out as the new benchmarks of 
democratic reform and change.
From the beginning, political 
unionism failed to unequivocally 
support this framework, and significant 
sections of that constituency have 
remained deeply hostile to power-
sharing and partnership government as 
a condition of the GFA, with republicans 
and nationalists – particularly Sinn Féin 
– ever since.
This reality is reflected in the critical 
fault lines which remain in place, 
specifically in terms of opposition 
towards the exercise of parity of esteem 
and mutual respect; the eradication of 
communal sectarianism and sectarian 
segregation of population centres; 
failure to deal with the legacy of the 
past conflict; and, the development of 
a reconciliation and healing process in 
the north.
Political Impasse and Crisis
The effect of entrenched negative 
resistance to change has been to slow 
down and frustrate the democratic and 
societal transformation in the north 
which began with the peace process. 
Importantly, this has been exacerbated 
by the failure of both the British and 
Irish governments to fulfil all of their 
obligations under the terms of the GFA, 
and other agreements, arising from 
successive periods of negotiations. 
So, whilst fundamental political 
social change became irreversible 
and the war was ended, the absence 
of consistent positive momentum and 
existence of negative resistance to 
change also had the effect of keeping 
both the peace and political processes 
permanently fragile.
Central to that has been the failure of 
both the British and Irish governments 
to stay properly engaged and act as 
co-guarantors for both the peace and 
political processes.
The election of the Conservative 
and Liberal Democrat coalition in 
Britain in 2010 resulted in a policy 
of negative political mismanagement 
being adopted towards the north, 
leading to a very damaging austerity 
crisis for the local economy.
When the new Irish Government 
(a Fine Gael and Labour coalition) 
was elected in 2011 it became semi-
detached from its obligations to both 
processes.
During this period British 
government policy reduced the north 
to a political back-water due to its 
negative mismanagement.
As a result, political unionism 
stepped away from proper power-
sharing and partnership government. 
The consequence of negative 
indifference from the two governments 
removed the required pressure to keep 
political unionism properly engaged.
The unresolved fault-lines within 
the Peace process re-emerged and 
became magnified.
Despite a period of extended 
political impasse and crises, political 
stability was restored with the 
conclusion of the latest negotiation 
phase in October 2015, and a new 
coalition government was formed last 
May after the regional parliamentary 
elections. 
The fault lines and contradictions, 
however, remain and require 
a constant hands-on approach 
by both the Irish and British 
Governments, benchmarked against 
the GFA, subsequent agreements and 
democratic norms.
British State Opponents of Change
The same powerful sections of 
the British security and military 
establishment which directed Britain’s 
‘dirty war’ in Ireland still exert a huge 
influence over British state policy. They 
do not want progress. Those who were 
always hostile to the Peace process 
within the British Ministry of Defence 
and security services in Whitehall are 
still politically and psychologically 
at war with the Sinn Féin party 
leadership.3
For instance, they have created a 
new impasse over dealing with the past 
because they are determined to conceal 
the reality of British state collusion with 
unionist death squads, assassinations 
Discrimination  
was endemic in voting 
rights, housing and in 
access to employment 
opportunities.
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and systematic illegality. In this, they 
and the political establishment are at 
one.
According to their zero sum view, 
the British state would have too much 
to lose. For them, dealing with the past 
and legacy issues, represent a new 
battleground.
This is unacceptable to Sinn Féin and 
victims’ families and representatives.
The British Government should do 
the right thing to ensure that a new 
phase of the Peace process, based upon 
reconciliation and healing, can emerge. 
For that to happen legacy issues must 
be comprehensively addressed. Legacy 
issues must be effectively dealt with.
The unchallengeable strategic lesson 
from the last six years in the north is 
that the Irish Peace process cannot 
be taken for granted. The British and 
Irish Governments must remain fully 
engaged with their responsibilities 
towards both the peace and political 
processes, and on a fair and even-
handed basis, to avoid the development 
of serious political problems.
The British Government’s failure to 
recognise the special economic and 
social circumstances of the north, its 
continued denial of fiscal independence 
to the regional political institutions and 
refusal to end its negative economic 
austerity policies; as well as its refusal 
to acknowledge its own role in the 
political conflict in Ireland and accept 
responsibility for helping to deal with 
the past, are all impediments to the full 
development of the peace process and 
political processes.
British Government political and 
economic policy towards the north 
must change to allow for sustainable 
political progress.
Throughout this period, Sinn Féin 
has grown significantly as a major 
political party in Ireland. 
The growth in our party’s popular 
support and political strength has been 
remarkable during the last twenty 
years.
Currently it is the third largest in the 
southern Irish state and second largest 
in the north. In February 2016 we 
obtained 13.8% of the popular vote in 
the south of Ireland’s general election, 
(our highest ever percentage in a 
parliamentary general election) and 
returned 23 TDs (MPs) to the Dáil (Irish 
parliament); a net increase of nine 
members in the parliamentary team. 
In May 2016 the elections to 
the northern Assembly (regional 
parliament) took place, and Sinn Féin 
was returned again as the second 
largest party with 24% share of the 
vote, and 28 members elected to its 
parliamentary team. As a result, Sinn 
Féin will be a coalition partner in the 
regional power sharing government 
with the Democratic Unionist Party 
(DUP); the main unionist political 
party. 
The popular relevance of Sinn Féin’s 
peace strategy, and our vision of, and 
strategy to achieve an agreed united 
Ireland based upon equality and social 
justice has ensured growing political 
and electoral support throughout 
Ireland, as the main party of opposition 
in the south, and a party of government 
in the north.
Sinn Féin’s national strategy is 
geared to eventually become a party of 
government in the north and south of 
Ireland, by gradually building popular 
support and political strength.
Political Realignment
In recent years there has been 
unprecedented upheaval in Irish 
politics, north and south. The inability 
of the main conservative party, Fine 
Gael, in the south of Ireland to form 
a viable administration for over sixty 
days after the last general election 
demonstrates the fragmentation and 
realignment of the political system.
It is too premature to say whether 
the ongoing flux represents a 
permanent political realignment, but 
the status quo has shifted across the 
island, and the potential exists for more 
change to occur.
The wider context stems from the 
geo political and economic fallout 
from the international financial crisis of 
2008 and consequent ideological and 
political flux that has found expression 
in Irish society and has stretched across 
Western Europe and the Americas.
Stark ideological differences exist 
over how Irish society should organise 
itself. There is a growing polarisation 
between the interests of citizens’ 
rights and community, and those of 
international banks and capital.
The austerity policies implemented 
by the southern state caused by the 
terms of the Troika ‘bailout’ deal, and 
the austerity measures imposed upon 
the northern regional government 
due to the reduction of its public 
expenditure settlement by the British 
conservative government, has caused 
an austerity crisis and great economic 
hardship north and south.
Austerity is not about economic 
recovery. It is entirely about 
ideology, political control, and 
entrenching conservative hegemony. 
That is why it is synonymous in 
the northern hemisphere with 
political authoritarianism, expanded 
deregulation and rolling back the state. 
It is an inherently anti-democratic 
agenda.4
These are the reasons it has been 
a pervasive influence in the EU. And 
that is why the European Union played 
such a vindictive role against the Greek 
government in 2015.
Within the Irish context Sinn Féin 
has been the engine of political and 
social realignment in Ireland, and the 
main force of opposition to austerity, 
north and south.
The strategic challenge for our 
Party is to keep moving forward in this 
context, and ensuring that national 
perspective remains central. This is 
the primary determinant of our Party’s 
political strategy for political and social 
transformation.
A cohesive national political strategy 
is paramount. Without that, electoral 
growth and future government in the 
south, or indeed the existence of the 
political institutions in the north risk 
being limited to ends in themselves; 
instead of the means with which to end 
partition, achieve national democracy 
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and independence, and to bring about 
the conditions for an Ireland of Equals.
The Price of Partition
In June of last year the referendum 
on Britain’s membership of the EU 
dramatically changed the political and 
economic landscape once more for 
Ireland.
The majority of voters in the north 
of Ireland and across the political 
spectrum, (and also in Scotland) voted 
to remain in Europe. Despite that 
outcome the expressed democratic 
will of the north is now being overruled 
and subverted by a vote in England. 
That is unacceptable to Sinn Féin and 
the greater majority of opinion in the 
north and south of Ireland.
While Sinn Féin has a critical 
analysis of the EU, we believe the 
required reforms can only be made 
within its structures. In that strategic 
sense Ireland is better within, rather 
than outside the EU.
The economic and financial future 
of citizens in the north has become one 
of unimagined uncertainty. There are 
huge unknown repercussions for the 
all-island economy. 200,000 jobs in 
Ireland depend directly and indirectly 
upon €1.2 billion of trade between 
north and south each week.
Brexit threatens all that and more.
Brexit is the price of Ireland’s 
continued partition.5 
The north will face an even more 
right wing conservative government in 
London, and inevitably greater levels 
of austerity. Between now and 2020 
the north’s regional economy was 
expected to benefit from a projected 
€3.5 billion worth of EU investment 
and funding. This economic support 
is now in jeopardy, and will not be 
replaced by the British Government. 
Immediately after the Brexit decision, 
the then incumbent British Chancellor 
of the Exchequer, George Osborne, 
forecast serious reductions in public 
expenditure and services.
The British State is now gripped 
in an unprecedented crisis with far 
reaching constitutional, political and 
economic repercussions.
But the political imperative for the 
north’s political institutions must be 
to stand up for local democracy and 
against austerity. 
The regional coalition government 
and parliament must respect and 
underpin the democratic decision of 
voters in the north.
Sinn Féin will press for the focus of 
the regional political institutions and 
Irish government to be on protecting 
the north’s special relationship with 
the EU and defending the trade, 
investment and funding which are 
essential to support both the regional 
and island economies.
Brexit has once more brought 
into sharp focus the contradiction of 
partition at the heart of Irish politics. It 
presents profound challenges to local 
democracy and Irish national interests.
However, it has also begun an 
equally unprecedented political and 
civic discussion in Ireland about the 
future.
A huge re-evaluation has been 
provoked about the economic and 
political future of the north; the 
relationship with the British state; and 
the damage caused by the south of 
Ireland remaining in the EU, while the 
north is removed.
There is considerable anger at 
the visceral democratic deficit being 
created.
An inherent danger exists for all these 
uncertainties to create new political 
instability for the Peace process. 
Sinn Féin will work strategically and 
politically with others to prevent that 
happening. 
New Constitutional Relationships 
and Arrangements
We believe that these new 
challenges need to be recast into a 
positive, national conversation about 
how the constitutional, political and 
economic future of the island can be 
now reimagined and redesigned.
A real potential has emerged to 
enable a new popular and inclusive 
conversation in Ireland about our 
shared future; how relationships can be 
developed for the greater good; new 
constitutional arrangements on the 
island, and a new relationship between 
Ireland and Britain; as well as a new, 
confident outward looking relationship 
between the island of Ireland, Europe 
itself, and the international community.
Brexit has changed everything and 
challenges all of the old assumptions 
about the previous constitutional, 
political and economic status quo in 
the north and south of Ireland. 
In the fast changing European and 
global context, the Brexit decision 
exposes the contradiction of partition, 
and folly of one part of Ireland being in 
the EU, and another part of the island 
being kept outside.
In this new context Sinn Féin 
believes an unprecedented strategic 
opportunity exists to maximise the 
democratic argument for an end to 
Ireland’s partition, and to persuade 
for Irish unity, both domestically and 
internationally.
The Peace process was facilitated 
and supported by international good 
will, expertise and diplomacy, and 
the international community still has 
an essential role to play once more 
in continuing to consolidate the 
Peace process and encouraging 
reconciliation and healing. However, 
a new phase of political change has 
arrived and the significant strategic 
political influence of the international 
community should now be employed 
to assist with the planning for the 
transition towards a new agreed, 
united Ireland. 
It is time to end the division of 
Ireland and prepare the transition to 
Irish unity. A positive, international 
axis to encourage, persuade for, and 
support that aim is now required. ■
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